Review of the estrogenic and antiestrogenic activity of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons: relationship to carcinogenicity.
Human exposure to nonsteroidal estrogens in the environment has recently been proposed as a risk factor for endocrine disruption and the development of cancers of the breast and reproductive tract. Certain polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), which closely resemble steroid hormones, are ubiquitous environmental contaminants whose carcinogenicity has been extensively studied. This review examines the available evidence regarding the actions of PAHs on estrogen receptor activity, estrogen metabolism and the hypothalamo-pituitary axis. In most studies, PAHs exhibited either weakly estrogenic or antiestrogenic responses. The possibility is raised that the endocrine toxicology of certain PAHs reflects both genotoxic and non-genotoxic components which may be interrelated, particularly with regard to carcinogenesis.